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" You see, for one thing/' Alec was going on, " Else and
I have a father for whom we entertain no small hatred. At
the moment, he's serving a small sentence for burglary."

Theo laughed gaily. This was carrying the small joke
much too far. He had often wondered what might be behind
the hints. Mr. Burnside had let drop concerning the Dill-
worths. He knew that their childhood had been grey and
unhappy ; their parents, now vanished, had been undesirable.
But he had never imagined them as criminal, and he did not
now believe Alec's words. So he laughed and said : " Don't
be so absurd, Alec, One of these days someone may take
you seriously."

Alec stopped in the road and faced him squarely. " Don't
you take me seriously ? " he demanded. " Don't you think
I'm fit to have a burglar for a father ? Huh! You don't
know you're born, Chrystal. You ought to be still on the
titty-bottle. Let me tell you my father's a bloody swine and
my mother's a boozing old bitch. How's that for filial
feeling, eh ? Well, that's how I feel. I'm shifting Else where
they're not likely to find her, and if one of them did by chance
wander into our house, I'd do my best to throw him out and
break his neck."

Theo realised with a great shock that Alec was speaking
the truth. In that mid-afternoon hour of blazing sunshine,
'with all the birds silent, they had come to a stand, looking
at one another on the dusty road between the powdered
hedges.. Alec had gone white, and Theo looked sickly.
Strange, he was thinking, even in that tense moment, what
qualities of silence Elsie had. She had spoken hardly a word
since arriving at Hope. She had marched along, straight as
a young willow-wand, listening to Alec but putting in no
word. Even when he publicly proclaimed these things that
were tormenting Theo, she looked proud and aloof as though
none of it concerned her or could in any way touch her;
and now, as the two young men faced each other in the
road, she said nothing and looked nothing. She stood a
little apart from them, gravely turning the honeysuckle over
and over in her hand. It seemed to Theo an age before Alec
directly appealed to her. " Am I telling the truth, Else ? "
She said with a smile : lt Oh, yes. But what does it matter ? "
- Alec picked up the Gladstone bag that he had rested at
his feet. " All right, then," he said with a return to gaiety.
" En avant, camerados. Let us continue this small journey.